
 

HOUSING CHARACTERISTICS  AND NEEDS  

IN SNOHOMISH COUNTY  

 

 

 

Report Prepared Pursuant to  

Countywide Planning Policy HO-5 

by 

The Planning Advisory Committee of 

Snohomish County Tomorrow 

 

January 2014 



 
 

2013 HOUSING CHARACTERISTICS AND NEEDS REPORT Page 2 
 

Snohomish County Tomorrow, Steering Committee 

Co-chairs: 

Jon Nehring, SCT Co-chair, Mayor - City of Marysville 

Brian Sullivan, SCT Co-chair, Snohomish County Council 

Stephanie Wright, SCT Vice-chair, Snohomish County Council 

Karen Guzak, SCT Vice-chair, Mayor - City of Snohomish 

 

Planning Advisory Committee (PAC) 

Co-chairs: 

Shane Hope, Director of Community Development, City of Mountlake Terrace 

Paul Krauss, Director of Community Development, City of Lynnwood 

Clay White, Director, Snohomish County Planning and Development Services 

Authors 

PAC Housing Subcommittee: 

Eileen Canola, Planner, Snohomish County 

Camille Chriest, Senior Planner, City of Mill Creek 

Richard Craig, Senior Planner, Snohomish County 

Allan Giffen, Director of Planning and Community Development, City of Everett 

Todd Hall, Associate Planner, City of Lynnwood 

Dave Koenig, Manager, Planning Department, City of Everett 

Paul Krauss, Director of Community Development, City of Lynnwood 

Glen Pickus, Senior Planner, City of Mukilteo 

Paul Popelka, Manager, Planning and Permitting, City of Monroe 

Ray Sturtz, Planner, City of Granite Falls 

Stephen Toy, Principal Demographer, Snohomish County 

Russ Wright, Senior Planner, City of Lake Stevens 

Michael Zelinski, Principal Planner, Snohomish County 

Acknowledgments 

Other Snohomish County staff that contributed significantly to this report, notably: 

Flynn Adams, Senior GIS Analyst, Planning & Development Services 

Mary Jane Brell-Vujovic, Manager, Office of Housing and Community Services 

Marion Dal Pozzo, Specialist I, Human Services 

Ken Katahira, Supervisor, Office of Housing and Community Services 



 
 

2013 HOUSING CHARACTERISTICS AND NEEDS REPORT Page 3 
 

  

 

Table of Contents 

 
Executive Summary .......................................................................... page 7 

Chapter 1: Introduction ................................................................... page 13 

Chapter 2: Population and Housing Demand .................................. page 17 

Chapter 3: Existing Housing Stock ................................................. page 42 

Chapter 4: Forecasting Future Housing Needs ............................... page 57 

Chapter 5: Residential Land Supply and Housing Capacity ............ page 63 

Chapter 6: Measures Taken to Address Housing Needs ................ page 92 

Chapter 7: Tools and Resources .................................................. page 102 

Chapter 8: Monitoring Outcomes .................................................. page 110 

 

Appendix A: Vision 2040 Housing Summary ................................ page 120 

Appendix B: Snohomish Countyôs 

  Countywide Planning Policies for Housing ............... page 121 

Appendix C: Initial 2035 Population Targets for Snohomish                                         

County Jurisdictions .................................................. page 126 

Appendix D: Proposed Housing Unit Targets for Snohomish                    

County Jurisdictions .................................................. page 131 

Appendix E: Housing Strategies Utilized by Snohomish                           

County Jurisdictions .................................................. page 144 

Appendix F: Glossary of Terms and Definitions ............................ page 210 

 

 

 

 

  



 
 

2013 HOUSING CHARACTERISTICS AND NEEDS REPORT Page 4 
 

List of Tables, Charts and Maps 

Tables 

Table 2-1: Change in Population, 2000-2010 ............................................ page 18  

Table 2-2: Total Occupied Housing Units / Households ............................ page 22 

Table 2-3: Average Household Size .......................................................... page 25 

Table 2-4: Median Household Income ....................................................... page 30 

Table 2-5: Method for Estimating Affordable Housing Need ...................... page 31 

Table 2-6: Special Needs Population ........................................................ page 32 

Table 2-7: Elderly Population .................................................................... page 34 

Table 2-8: Cost-burdened Renter Households .......................................... page 39 

Table 2-9: Cost-burdened Owner Households .......................................... page 41 

Table 3-1: Estimated Affordable Rental Units for Low-Moderate                         

Income Households ................................................................. page 47 

Table 3-2: Estimated Affordable Ownership Units for Low-Moderate                   

Income Households ................................................................. page 49 

Table 3-3: Assisted Rental Living Units/Vouchers ..................................... page 54 

Table 3-4: Assisted Rental Dwelling Units ................................................. page 55 

Table 4-1: Projected 2035 Housing Needs ................................................ page 58 

Table 4-2: Estimated Low-Moderate Income Housing Needs .................... page 60 

Table 5-1: SWUGA Buildable Residential Land ........................................ page 64 

Table 5-2: SWUGA Estimated Available Capacity ï                                             

Single-Family Units .................................................................. page 66 

Table 5-3: SWUGA Estimated Available Capacity ï                                               

Multi-Family Units .................................................................... page 68 

Table 5-4: SWUGA Estimated Available Capacity ï Percentage                    

Distribution by Land Category and Unit Type ........................... page 71 

Table 5-5: Outlying UGAs ï Buildable Residential Land............................ page 75 

Table 5-6: Outlying UGAs Estimated Available Capacity ï                                   

Single-Family Units .................................................................. page 76 

Table 5-7: Outlying UGAs Estimated Available Capacity ï                                     

Multi-Family Units .................................................................... page 78 

Table 5-8: Outlying UGAs Estimated Available Capacity ï                                           

% Distribution by Land Category and Unit Type ....................... page 79 

Table 5-9: All Urban Areas Estimated Available Capacity ï                                  

Single-Family Units .................................................................. page 83 



 
 

2013 HOUSING CHARACTERISTICS AND NEEDS REPORT Page 5 
 

Table 5-10: All Urban Areas Estimated Available Capacity ï                                  

Multi-Family Units ................................................................... page 84 

Table 5-11:  All Urban Areas Estimated Available Capacity ï 

  % Distribution by Land Category and Unit Type ..................... page 86 

Table 6-1: Strategies for Promoting Affordable Housing............................ page 97 

Table 7-1: Estimated Countywide Affordable Housing Need ................... page 103 

Table 7-2: Potential Housing Problems and Solutions ............................. page 105 

Table 8-1: Correspondence of Housing Strategies and Objectives ......... page 111 

Table 8-2: Commute Time Distribution ï Cities with 1000+ Workers ....... page 113 

 

Charts 

Chart 2-1: Snohomish County Population Growth 1940-2010 ................... page 17 

Chart 2-2: Population Growth by Regional Geographies 2000-2010 ......... page 20 

Chart 2-3: Snohomish County Population by Age Group ........................... page 21 

Chart 2-4: Population by Age Group and Regional Geography ................. page 21 

Chart 2-5: Occupied Housing Units / households                                                         

by Regional Geography .......................................................... page 23 

Chart 2-6: Family Households by Regional Geography ............................. page 24 

Chart 2-7: Average Household Size .......................................................... page 26 

Chart 2-8: Median Household Income Change 1990-2010 ........................ page 28 

Chart 2-9: Median Household Income by City ........................................... page 29 

Chart 2-10: Percentage of Elderly Population ........................................... page 33 

Chart 2-11: Percentage of Cost-burdened Renter Households ................. page 38 

Chart 2-12: Percentage of Cost-burdened Owner Households.................. page 40 

Chart 3-1: Types of Housing by Regional Geography ............................... page 43 

Chart 3-2: Housing Tenure ï Occupied Housing                                                                   

by Regional Geography ........................................................... page 44 

Chart 3-3: Vacancy Rates by City ............................................................. page 50 

Chart 3-4: Age of Residence ï Unincorporated County ............................. page 51 

Chart 3-5: Percentage of Special Needs Housing                                                        

by Regional Geography ........................................................... page 53 

Chart 3-6: County Building Permit Activity by Housing Type ..................... page 56 

Chart 5-1: Available Residential Land in the SWUGA ............................... page 65 

Chart 5-2: SWUGA Estimated Available Capacity ï Single-family Units .... page 69 

Chart 5-3: Estimated Available Capacity ï Percentage Distribution                                   

by Land category and Unit Type - All SWUGA Cities ............... page 74 



 
 

2013 HOUSING CHARACTERISTICS AND NEEDS REPORT Page 6 
 

Chart 5-4: Estimated Available Capacity ï Percentage Distribution by                     

Land category and Unit Type - Unincorporated SWUGA ........ page 74 

Chart 5-5: Available Residential land in the Outlying UGAs ...................... page 77 

Chart 5-6: Estimated Multi-family Capacity in Outlying UGAs.................... page 79 

Chart 5-7: Estimated Single-family Capacity ï All UGAs ........................... page 84 

Chart 5-8: Estimated Multi-family Capacity by Land Category and                             

Regional Geography ï All Urban Areas ................................... page 85 

Chart 5-9: Estimated Available Capacity ï Percentage Distribution                             

by Land Category and Unit Type ï All Cities ............................ page 87 

Chart 5-10: Estimated Available Capacity ï Percentage Distribution                            

by Land Category and Unit Type ï                                                          

All Unincorporated UGAs ...................................................... page 88 

Chart 6-1: Incidence of ñFrequent Use .................................................... page 100 

Chart 7-1: Residential Land Use Needs Analysis (RLUNA ...................... page 109 

Chart 8-1: Percentage of Permitted Units in the Multi-Family category .... page 117 

 

Maps 

Map 2-1: 2010 Population by Jurisdiction .................................................. page 19 

Map 2-2: Total Households and Median Household Income ..................... page 27 

Map 3-1: Mortgages and Average Mortgage Payment .............................. page 45 

Map 3-2: Rental Units and Average Rents ................................................ page 46 

Map 3-3: Year Dwelling Units Built ï Percent by Jurisdiction .................... page 52 

Map 5-1: Available Residential Land ......................................................... page 67 

Map 5-2: Percentage of Available Residential Capacity                                                 

in Redevelopable Land ............................................................... page 70 

Map 5-3: Percentage of Total Residential Capacity in Multi-Family Units .. page 82 

 

 

  



 
 

2013 HOUSING CHARACTERISTICS AND NEEDS REPORT Page 7 
 

Policy HO -5 

The cities and the county shall collaborate to 

report housing characteristics and needsé The 

report shall be sufficiently easy to understand and 

use for planning and evaluation. é [T]his report 

shall, for the entire county and each jurisdiction: 

a. Describe the measures that jurisdictions 

have taken ... to implement or support 

CPPs on housing é 

b. Quantify and map existing characteristics 

that are relevant to the results prescribed 

in the CPPs on housing, é 

c. Identify the number of housing units 

necessary to meet the various housing 

needs of the projected population... 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

The Housing Characteristics and Needs in Snohomish County report has been compiled pursuant to 

Countywide Planning Policy HO-5 that directs the cities and county to collaborate  ñéto report 

housing characteristics and needs in a timely manner for jurisdictions to conduct major 

comprehensive plan updates and to assess progress toward achieving CPPs on housing.ò  This 

report was prepared through the Snohomish County Tomorrow (SCT) process ï via the Planning 

Advisory Committee (PAC) Housing Subcommittee utilizing a methodology developed by the 

subcommittee and Berk Consulting.  It has been recommended by the full PAC and accepted by the 

SCT Steering Committee. 

Countywide Planning Policy HO-5 

requires that the housing 

characteristics report contain 

three components while it should 

also ñ...be sufficiently easy to 

understand and use...ò  The 

report needs to describe 

measures jurisdictions have taken 

to support the Housing CPPs, 

especially those in support of 

housing affordability; quantify 

existing housing characteristics; 

and identify the number of 

housing units necessary to meet 

the housing needs of the 

projected population, by income 

ranges and special needs 

population. 

While this report contains housing 

ñtargetsò for each jurisdiction, the targets are for planning purposes. The targets are informative, not 

directive. They are not to be used to measure success or failure. However, the targets acknowledge 

the responsibility of all jurisdictions to plan for affordable housing within the regional context. 

The chapters of this report respond to the requirements of Policy HO-5.  Chapter 2 examines current 

demographics as they relate to housing (such as total population and age distribution) and housing 

characteristics. Chapter 3 describes the existing housing stock. Chapter 4 forecasts future housing 

needs by examining population projections and trends. Chapter 5 discusses the supply and capacity 

of residential land based on the 2012 Buildable Lands Report. Chapter 6 describes measures taken 

by each jurisdiction to address housing needs. Chapter 7 examines strategies that can be used to 

address shortfalls in the supply of affordable housing. 
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Characteristics of the Population (Housing Demand) 

The demand for housing is directly related to population. Snohomish County is a growing and 

urbanizing county. The countyôs total population grew by almost 18 percent to about 713,000 during 

the last decade, which constituted a slow-down from the much higher growth rates of the previous 

two decades.  This slowdown reflected the impacts of the deep national economic recession and 

slow recovery that characterized the last three years of the decade. 

The 20 cities in Snohomish County range in population from Everettôs 103,019 to Indexôs 178. With 

the exception of Brier and Mountlake Terrace, which both experienced small population declines, the 

cities experienced some population growth during the past decade. Marysville and Lake Stevens 

both experienced triple-digit growth rates, driven primarily by large annexations that each city 

completed during this period. 

Snohomish County generally parallels the State of Washington in the median age of its population.  

As the ñbaby boomerò generation moves into retirement, it can be expected that the median age will 

continue to rise and the share of the population in the age 65+ category will continue to grow, 

placing substantial demands on the housing supply for ñseniorò and retirement living, as well as 

specialized care facilities. This is especially true in the unincorporated areas where fully 37 percent 

of the population is currently within the age 45-64 cohort (compared to a 27 percent share 

countywide). 

While total population drives housing demand, the number of households that population is divided 

into represents the primary indicator of housing demand. Snohomish County has about 266,000 

households with an average household size of 2.61 persons per household. Average household size 

has generally been shrinking for decades nationwide and Snohomish County is no exception. This 

trend has a direct bearing on housing demand. Renter households generally are smaller than owner 

households, but certain recent trends ï such as the increasing share of single-family homes that are 

rental units and the increase in large immigrant families who rent ï may be changing that historic 

pattern. Average household size varies significantly from city to city, reflecting differences in both 

economic conditions and housing stock characteristics. Edmonds has the smallest average 

household size at 2.29 persons, while Sultan has the largest at 2.98 persons. 

Household income is another important determinant of housing demand, especially regarding 

affordable housing. For the county as a whole, the median annual household income is nearly 

$68,000. This is higher than Pierce Countyôs $58,824 but slightly lower than King Countyôs $70,567. 

There is significant variation in median income among Snohomish County jurisdictions, with the 

Town of Woodway at $140,000 and the city of Darrington at $34,000. Two of the countyôs regional 

growth centers ï Everett and Lynnwood ï each has a median household income that is well below 

the countywide median. 

Characteristics of the Housing Stock (Supply) 

Snohomish County has over 290,000 total housing units, of which 64 percent are in the form of 

single-family detached homes.  Another 30 percent of the housing stock is in single-family attached, 
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duplex, or multi-family units, with the remaining 6 percent being mobile/manufactured home units.  

Homeownership continues at a high rate of about 68 percent in Snohomish County, despite the 

recent collapse of the housing finance markets.  This is higher than in the other Puget Sound 

counties, and a full five points higher than the state of Washington rate. 

Like the nation and state as a whole, housing affordability is a major issue in Snohomish County. 

About 6 percent of the rental units and less than one percent of the ownership units are affordable to 

households making 30 percent of the countywide AMI (Area Median Income), whereas almost 

eleven percent of all Snohomish County households are at or below that income threshold.  For 

households making 30-50 percent AMI, the situation is somewhat better, but still very challenging.  

About 22 percent of the countyôs rental units, but only about 4 percent of its ownership units are 

affordable at 50 percent AMI.  This means that about 24,000 units are affordable at 50 percent AMI, 

but there are almost 30,000 households within the 30-50 percent of AMI income level.  Since most of 

these households earn less than the 50 percent threshold, they would have to pay more than 30 

percent of their incomes to rent or own one of these units ï assuming that they could find one in the 

right location and of the right size for their household. 

Vacancy rates vary widely from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, but the overall countywide average is a 

relatively healthy 6.4 percent.  Vacancy rates are generally lower for ownership units than for rental 

units and are estimated at a very tight 2 percent countywide.  This can be expected to generate an 

increase in both home values and homebuilding activity, which has been experienced during the 

past two years. 

Forecasting Future Housing Need  

The County Council has adopted initial population growth targets for Snohomish County jurisdictions 

that closely follow the target distribution in the Puget Sound Regional Councilôs regional growth 

strategy contained within the Vision 2040 plan. These population targets have been converted to 

housing unit targets for each jurisdiction through a methodology that takes into account both 

remaining residential land capacity and historical trends in projecting average household size in 

2035. For all of Snohomish County, an additional 97,000 housing units will be needed by the year 

2035 to accommodate the population target. Based on the adopted initial population growth targets, 

the distribution ranges from 6 additional units in Woodway to over 25,000 in Everett. 

In order to address the projected needs of low and moderate-income households, more affordable 

housing units will also be needed. Units are considered affordable if they require no more than 30 

percent of a householdôs income for rent or mortgage payments.  Based on the existing breakdown 

of households by income, at least 11 percent of these new units would need to be affordable to 

households at 30 percent of the area median income (AMI) countywide, another 11 percent for 

households at 50 percent AMI, and another 17 percent for households at 80 percent AMI.  However, 

individual jurisdictionsô goals for affordable housing should not only take into account the regional 

need, but should also reflect their overall housing targets and the composition of their existing 

housing mix, land use, and land value characteristics. 
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Residential Land Supply  

In order to accommodate the future housing need the supply of land for residential uses must be 

known. Fortunately, the 2012 Buildable Lands Report does just that by identifying residential land 

that is available to accommodate new housing development, based on existing land use and zoning 

regulations. Within the Southwest Urban Growth Area (SWUGA) there is an estimated residential 

capacity to accommodate nearly 22,000 additional single-family homes. Most of the capacity is 

within the unincorporated areas, and over 40 percent is within the ñpendingò land category, meaning 

that a land development proposal has been submitted to the local government, but no development 

has actually been completed.  The available capacity for multi-family units in the SWUGA totals 

about 36,000, which is about equally divided between the cities and the unincorporated areas. Over 

50 percent of this capacity is on land classified as ñredevelopable,ò meaning that there are existing 

uses and/or physical improvements that necessitate some level of demolition and clearance in order 

to capture the full capacity. 

In the outlying UGAs, additional residential capacity totals about 28,000 units, with about 2/3 in 

single-family units and 1/3 in multi-family units. Most of the single-family capacity and virtually all of 

the multi-family capacity is within the cities, with the unincorporated areas accounting for less than 

15 percent of the total residential capacity in the outlying UGAs.  Over 50 percent of this residential 

capacity is on land classified as either ñredevelopableò or ñpartially used,ò which is usually somewhat 

more difficult to develop than vacant land. 

Approximately one in seven county residents have some form of disability that may require special 

housing to adequately accommodate.  Assuming that each disabled person translates into a need for 

one special needs housing unit; around 14 percent of the new housing units should be accessible to 

a special needs individual. 

Local Strategies and Tools 

A comprehensive menu of local strategies designed to achieve basic housing objectives was 

developed for Snohomish County jurisdictions in the 1990s. Most of these strategies are being used 

by a number of jurisdictions and a recent canvass of the jurisdictions indicates that more of them are 

moving from policies to regulatory mechanisms and to some extent developers are using them.  

Additional resources and tools have been or are being developed at the regional and state levels to 

help local jurisdictions better meet the housing directives found in the GMA and in Vision 2040. 

In updating local housing elements of the comprehensive plan, it falls to each jurisdiction to monitor 

housing activity within their borders and to assess the need to revisit, refine and, as needed, expand 

their programs and strategies to achieve the overall housing objectives articulated in the countywide 

planning policies for housing. 

One mechanism frequently used is allowing accessory dwelling units (ADUs) within single family 

zones which helps increase the supply of affordable housing and senior housing (since the ADUs 

are especially attractive to some senior empty-nesters). 
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The most popular strategies being adopted and used include allowing small lots, creating 

cooperative partnerships with other jurisdictions, facilitating mixed-use development, allowing 

accessory dwelling units, using PUD/PRD development regulations and deploying streamlined 

permitting processes.  Strategies beyond those that were in the original menu that are being used 

include SEPA-related strategies, such as increased thresholds and planned action ordinances, 

cluster development, micro-housing, targeted property tax exemptions for infill and affordable 

housing, mobile home park preservation and transit-related strategies. 

In addition to the menu of strategies the cities and county have been pursuing establishing an 

interjurisdictional partnership to address affordable housing issues. That effort started with a 

feasibility study in 2008, which has resulted in the creation of the Affordable Housing Alliance (AHA) 

in fall 2013.  Member jurisdictions include Snohomish County and the cities of Edmonds, Everett, 

Lake Stevens, Lynnwood, Marysville, Mill Creek, Mountlake Terrace, Mukilteo and Snohomish and 

the town of Woodway.  The Housing Authority of Snohomish County, also a member of the alliance, 

will be the allianceôs administrative agency providing support for the full-time housing specialist AHA 

will hire.  The housing specialist will assist member jurisdictions in drafting improved comprehensive 

plan housing elements. The alliance also plans on undertaking outreach efforts to educate citizens 

and elected officials about housing issues and to coordinate lobbying efforts aimed at creating 

effective housing assistance programs and increasing funding for new and existing programs. 

Key Issues 

The data and projections in this report indicate that changes in development regulations will be 

needed to balance residential capacities with 2035 housing targets in order to be consistent with 

PSRCôs regional growth strategy plan ñVision 2040.ò 

In some jurisdictions there is not enough capacity and in other cases there is a large capacity 

surplus.  The most notable imbalances exist in the metropolitan city (Everett) and the core cities 

(Bothell and Lynnwood) where the growth targets exceed the available residential capacities. 

However, there is also a significant imbalance in the unincorporated urban areas, where the capacity 

is substantially higher than the growth target. Each planning jurisdiction must be aware of and 

consider its particular situation and unique challenges as it develops its comprehensive plan update. 

The information in this report should greatly assist jurisdictionsô efforts to develop policies, strategies, 

and regulations that will remove hurdles and facilitate the creation of housing units to meet the needs 

of Snohomish County residents. However, since for the most part the county and cities do not create 

housing units the success of these efforts will be determined by housing providers, both public and 

private. And in the end their success, especially for public housing agencies, is largely dependent on 

funding from state and federal government. As those funding sources continue to decrease 

significantly, the agencies are less able to maintain their current levels of assistance much less meet 

future demands. No amount of facilitation by the jurisdictions will be able to overcome diminishing 

funding for housing programs. 
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CHAPTER 1  

Introduction and Report Objectives  

This report has been prepared by the Planning Advisory Committee of Snohomish County Tomorrow 

in fulfillment of the directive in Countywide Planning Policy HO-5. That policy calls for collaboration 

between the cities and the county to report housing characteristics and needs to support 

comprehensive plan updates, and to assess progress towards achieving countywide planning policy 

objectives for housing. 

The primary purpose of this report is to provide relevant, up-to-date housing data and information on 

the current and projected future demand for, and supply of housing in Snohomish County and its 

cities. Furthermore, this information has been presented in formats designed to be readily accessible 

to policy-makers and the general public, as well as useful to local planning staffs preparing housing 

elements for their jurisdictionsô comprehensive plans. 

A streamlined methodology was developed by the PAC Housing Subcommittee, assisted by Berk 

Consulting, to address issues previously identified by the PAC and the Steering Committee during 

their review of the last ñFair Share Housing Allocation Reportò in 2005. The methodology for this 

report utilizes an approach to housing need that parallels that used in King County and other 

Washington jurisdictions similarly planning under the GMA. It utilizes current countywide breakdown 

of the households by income as the primary indicator of future affordable housing needs. More detail 

is provided in Chapter 4. 

State Context:  The Growth Management Act 

In 1990, the State of Washington adopted a new planning statute called the Growth Management 

Act (GMA). Although modified several times since its adoption 23 years ago, this statute retains 

essentially unchanged its original directives to local governments for preparing their comprehensive 

plans. Among these directives are: 1) all jurisdictions must prepare a housing element as part of their 

comprehensive plan, and 2) all jurisdictions must update their comprehensive plan every eight years 

to ensure they can accommodate new 20-year growth forecasts prepared by the stateôs Office of 

Financial Management.  A primary objective of this report is to provide a common platform of 

information for all jurisdictions within the county that will be updating the housing elements of their 

comprehensive plans within the next 2-3 years. 

The language within the GMA that addresses the housing element is fairly succinct:  

ñEach comprehensive plan shall include a plan, scheme, 

or design for each of the following: é(2) A housing element ensuring the 

vitality and character of established residential neighborhoods that: (a) 

Includes an inventory and analysis of existing and projected housing 

needs that identifies the number of housing units necessary to manage 

projected growth; (b) includes a statement of goals, policies, objectives, 

and mandatory provisions for the preservation, improvement, and 
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development of housing, including single-family residences; (c) identifies 

sufficient land for housing, including, but not limited to, government-

assisted housing, housing for low-income families, manufactured 

housing, multifamily housing, and group homes and foster care facilities; 

and (d) makes adequate provisions for existing and projected needs of 

all economic segments of the communityé.ò (RCW 36.70A.070) 

Additional guidance for local governments preparing their housing element is contained in the 

Washington Administrative Code at Section 365-196-410. The provisions within these state 

documents were primary considerations in the formulation of this report. 

Regional Context: Vision 2040 and the Multi-County Planning Policies 

In 2008, the Puget Sound Regional Council (PSRC) adopted a new regional plan, Vision 2040, for 

the four-county area surrounding the Puget Sound. This new plan continues the major themes of the 

previous regional plan in calling for more dense and compact urban development within existing 

urban growth boundaries focused on designated urban centers. Of particular importance to the 

regional growth strategy are the ñMetropolitan Citiesò (Everett) and the ñCore Citiesò (Lynnwood and 

Bothell). The PSRC uses ñregional geographiesò to group cities according to their size and relative 

importance in the overall regional growth strategy. After ñCoreò cities are the ñLargerò cities, and 

finally the ñSmallò cities (see table below).  Much of the data in this report is organized and/or 

aggregated by these PSRC classifications to facilitate comparisons between jurisdictions in the 

same classification, or with that group of cities as a whole.  

Regional Geography 
Classification 

Jurisdiction 

Metropolitan City Everett 

Core City Bothell, Lynnwood 

Larger City 

Arlington, Edmonds, Lake 

Stevens, Marysville, Mill Creek, Monroe, 
Mountlake Terrace, Mukilteo 

Small City 

Brier, Darrington, Gold Bar, 

Granite Falls, Index, Snohomish, Stanwood, 
Sultan, Woodway 

 

Vision 2040 also includes a number of multi-county planning policies in several topical areas, 

including housing. These policies provide the framework for the countywide planning policies 

adopted by each of the four counties (all of which are planning under the GMA). Appendix A contains 

a 1-page summary of the housing component of Vision 2040 published by the PSRC. It anticipates 

PSRC becoming more pro-active in housing policy in the future than it has been in the past. 
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Evidence of this more active role can be found in the PSRC sponsorship of the HUD-funded 

ñGrowing Transit Communitiesò project and the ñHousing Innovationsò program. 

 

Countywide Planning Policies for Housing 

Snohomish County originally adopted countywide planning policies (CPPs), as required by the GMA, 

in 1993. A collaboration of the cities, county, and tribes through the forum of ñSnohomish County 

Tomorrowò (SCT) produced the initial recommended CPPs. This collaboration continues as the 

primary mechanism for monitoring, reviewing, and recommending changes to the CPPs. Following 

the adoption of Vision 2040 in 2008, SCT mobilized a team of planners from several jurisdictions to 

review the CPPs in light of the new multi-county policies in Vision 2040. This effort took place over a 

2-year period and culminated in a comprehensive update to the CPPs that was adopted by the 

County Council in 2011. 

Prior to the significant changes adopted in 2011, Snohomish Countyôs CPPs included a number of 

housing policies addressing specific topics identified in the GMA and mandating the preparation of 

two reports related to the geographical distribution of affordable housing. The ñFair Share Housing 

Allocation Reportò was prepared on a ten-year cycle (last published in 2005) and the ñHousing 

Evaluation Reportò was prepared on a 5-year cycle (last published in 2007.)  Both of these reports 

were called for by the former housing CPPs, but are no longer referenced in the current CPPs. 

Instead a new ñHousing Needs and Characteristics Reportò is called for in CPP Policy HO-5, which is 

realized for the first time by this 2013 report.  

Endorsed in 2010 by the SCT Steering Committee through its recommended new housing CPPs, the 

new report moves away from a ñfair shareò model that estimates and generates an affordable 

housing target for each jurisdiction and replaces the two previous reports with a more streamlined, 

accessible, and easy-to-use report. Appendix B contains the current housing CPPs adopted in 2011. 

Policy HO-5 is particularly relevant to the content and organization of this report. 

Growth Forecasts and Targets 

The springboard for the GMA-required 10-year updates to the comprehensive plan is the 20-year 

population growth forecast prepared by the stateôs Office of Financial Management (OFM). For each 

county in the state a forecast of population growth is published in the form of a range and a ñmost 

likelyò number that is the midpoint of the range. Comparable employment forecasts are developed in 

collaboration with the Puget Sound Regional Council (PSRC). With a deadline of 2015 to complete 

its second 10-year update, Snohomish County must plan for a projected 2035 population figure that 

falls within the OFM forecasted range.  Last year, OFM published new forecasts that are to be used 

by counties for GMA comprehensive planning. The forecast for Snohomish County projects a 2035 

population of between 802,384 and 1,161,006, with a most likely population of 955,281. 

In 2013, the County Council directed staff to work from the ñmost likelyò forecast for the county in 

developing jurisdiction-level allocations with the countyôs 20 cities. Using the Vision 2040 target 

distributions as a starting point, the PAC worked to develop a jurisdiction-level population growth 
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allocation that meets the objective of the regional plan, while taking into account the capacity 

limitations and growth aspirations of individual cities. That process resulted in population growth 

targets recommended by the SCT Steering Committee. After consideration of the SCT 

recommendation, the County Council adopted a somewhat different distribution of growth that more 

closely reflected the distribution in Vision 2040. These initial growth targets will be evaluated as one 

alternative in each jurisdictionôs comprehensive plan update, and are shown in Appendix C. These 

population targets, in turn, were used to produce housing unit targets, by unit type, for each 

jurisdiction. The process used to convert the population target to a housing target for each 

jurisdiction is described in Chapter 4. 

Data Sources and Organization of This Report 

In order to simplify the preparation of this report and to make it easier for users to understand, the 

data for this report has been streamlined and is drawn from a limited number of readily available 

sources.  The primary source for much of this data is the American Community Survey (ACS) ï 

which produces an annual update to the census achieved through a percent survey of the 

population.  Because it relies on a survey rather than a full count like the decennial census, the ACS 

data is subject to sampling error.  In order to allow for data comparisons across all Snohomish 

County jurisdictions, this report utilizes 5-year data from the ACS, rather than three-year or one-year 

data (which is only available for the larger jurisdictions).  Other data sources used in the preparation 

of this report include Dupre and Scott rental housing data, subsidized housing information from the 

Housing Authority of Snohomish County (HASCO), and Buildable Lands Report data compiled by 

the PAC. 

This report was formally accepted by the Snohomish County Steering Committee on January 22, 

2014. 
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CHAPTER  2   

Population and Housing Demand  

 

This chapter examines current residential and housing 

characteristics observed in Snohomish County.  The chapter 

describes general countywide traits and specific traits of different 

regional geographies, as well as the demographic trends 

expected to occur over the 20-year period of the comprehensive 

plan.  Age, household size, income, and other important factors 

provide indicators for future housing demand. 

POPULATION  

The 2010 Census estimates the Snohomish County population at 713,335, which is a gain of 

just over 17 percent or 107,311 people since the last census.  The county population 

contributed over 10 percent to Washington Stateôs overall population of 6,724,540.  

Since 2000, Snohomish Countyôs population growth has slowed relative to the preceding 30 

years.  Chart 2-1 shows that the more recent population gains experienced by the County have 

dropped below the levels shown in the 1980s and 1990s.  According to the Washington State 

Office of Financial Management approximately 54 percent of Washington's population growth 

between 2000 and 2010 was due to migration into the state.  The average population growth 

rate during this period was 1.5 percent. 

CHART 2-1 Snohomish County Population Growth By Decade, 1940-2010 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:Snohomish County Tomorrow 2009-2010 Snohomish County Growth Monitoring Report 

 
A review of Table 2-1 and Chart 2-2 reveal that the populations of individual cities within 

Snohomish County have experienced varied growth and all regional geographies have 

increased since 2000 with larger cities experiencing the greatest population growth with some 

exceptions.  Everett, the only metropolitan city, grew by 12.6 percent and the Core Cities grew 
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by 23.4 percent.  Collectively, the Larger Cities experienced the most growth between 2000 and 

2010 at 51.0 percent.  The Small Cities also had a significant combined growth of over 19.5 

percent.  Overall, the cities of Lake Stevens and Marysville experienced the greatest growth, 

341 percent and 137 percent, respectively.  However, this rapid growth was primarily due to  

large annexations.  In contrast, the city of Mountlake Terrace experienced a modest decline of 

2.2 percent while the city of Brier experienced the greatest decline of 4.6 percent.  The 

unincorporated area of the county grew by 3.7 percent, the lowest growth rate.   

TABLE 2-1 
Change in population from 2000 to 2010  

Jurisdiction  Population 2000 Population 2010 Growth/Decline 2000 - 2010 % Change 

Metro City 

Everett ï Metro City 91, 488 103,019 11,531 12.6% 

Core Cities 

Lynnwood 33,847 35,836 1,989 5.90% 

Bothell (Sno. Co. part) 13,965 16,415 2,450 17.50% 

Core Cities 47,812 52,251 4,439 9.3% 

Larger Cities 

Arlington 11,713 17,926 6,213 53.00% 

Edmonds 39,515 39,709 194 0.50% 

Lake Stevens 6,361 28,069 21,708 341.30% 

Marysville 25,315 60,020 34,705 137.10% 

Mill Creek 11,525 18,244 6,719 58.30% 

Monroe 13,795 17,304 3,509 25.40% 

Mountlake Terrace 20,362 19,909 -453 -2.20% 

Mukilteo 18,019 20,254 2,235 12.40% 

Larger Cities 146,605 221,435 74,830 51.0% 

Small Cities 

Brier 6,383 6,087 -296 -4.60% 

Darrington 1,136 1,347 211 18.60% 

Gold Bar 2,014 2,075 61 3.00% 

Granite Falls 2,347 3,364 1,017 43.30% 

Index 157 178 21 13.40% 

Snohomish 8,494 9,098 604 7.10% 

Stanwood 3,923 6,231 2,308 58.80% 

Sultan 3,344 4,651 1,307 39.10% 

Woodway 936 1,307 371 39.60% 

Small Cities 28,734 34,338 5,604 19.5% 

Unincorporated County 291,385 302,292 10,907 3.7% 

TOTAL County 606,024 713,335 107,311 17.7% 

Source: U.S. Census 
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Source: 2010 U.S. Census 

 

Age Distribution  

Knowing the age structure of a community can help in planning for the necessary 

housing types that will be in demand.  One measure to describe a populationôs 

age is its median age or the value where half the population is above that point 

and the other half is below that point.  Based on the ACS, 2011 5-year estimates, the 

median age for Washington is 37.3, which is similar to the Snohomish County 

median age of 36.9 and to the Core Cities median age of 37.5.  The Larger Cities 

had the lowest median age of 33, with the city of Everett close behind with a median age of 33.5.  

The highest median age was 38.5 for the Small Cities.  There were some differences observed for 

individual cites.  For example, the city of Edmonds has the oldest median age 46.3 and the city of 

Lake Stevens has the youngest median age 32.1.  This indicator suggests that a large portion of the 

population would be likely to be within the family household demographic.  This demographic has 

historically preferred detached single-family residences.   

Other indicators predict what the population may look like in the future.  For example, countywide the 

18 and over population has increased by over 18 percent since 2000.  The overall age distribution 

for Snohomish County as illustrated in Chart 2-3 indicates a population bulge from the ages of 40 ï 

60, commonly referred to as the ñbaby boomerò bulge.  As this baby boom bulge continues over the 

next 20 years, so will the demand for specialized housing.  Knowing that nearly 45 percent of the 

countyôs population will be over 50 in the next decade, suggests that housing needs may include 

additional multi-family, senior housing, assisted living facilities or group homes to accommodate an 

aging population.   

Everett ï Metro 
City 

 Core Cities  Larger Cities  Small Cities
Unincorporated

County

Series1 12.6% 9.3% 51.0% 19.5% 3.7%

0.0%

10.0%

20.0%

30.0%

40.0%

50.0%

60.0%

CHART 2-2 
Population Growth from 2000 - 2010 by Regional Geographies 
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Source: ACS, 2011 5-year estimates 

 

Chart 2-4 provides additional detail for the age distributions in Snohomish County by specific age 

groups, which can help predict where specific types of housing may be appropriate countywide.  

Using a combination of age data can help each jurisdiction review its zoning and housing policies to 

ensure the availability of appropriate housing choices. 

 

Source: ACS, 2011 5-year estimates 
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CHART 2-3 
Snohomish County Population & Age Distribution 
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CHART 2-4 
Population by Age Groups 
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